Characterization of ductular hepatocytes in end-stage cirrhosis.
The existence of facultative stem cells in the liver has been advocated based on observations from models of carcinogenesis in rat liver. Observations of human liver material from cases of fulminant hepatitis have shown the presence of ductular hepatocytes expressing markers of both hepatocytes and bile duct cells. We describe the morphologic features and antigenic expression of a population of ductular hepatocytes identified in a patient with end-stage cirrhosis resulting from hepatitis B infection and secondary biliary cirrhosis. By conventional light microscopy and electron microscopy, ductular hepatocytes were seen to form pseudoductules within periportal areas. Using immunohistochemical methods, these ductular hepatocytes were found to be positive for both the hepatitis B surface antigen and bile duct epithelial cytokeratin, phenotypic markers classically restricted to expression on hepatocytes and bile duct epithelium, respectively. These findings show definitively that ductular hepatocytes are intermediate cells bearing morphologic and phenotypic characteristics of both hepatocytes and bile duct epithelium. The presence of these cells indicates the existence of facultative stem cells in the adult mammalian liver.